by Jonathan Easterbrook '87, '90 T he lights dimmed, a subtle hint to leave. A few minutes later, the arena became even darker, the message now clearer. But on this day, not even the powers-that-be for the world's most famous arena would detour Jennifer Rizzotti and more than 150 friends, family members, fans, and Hawks players. They carried on their summer reunion in section 16 of an otherwise barren Madison Square Garden an hour after the Cleveland Rockers' 58-43 win over the New York Liberty. No one was leaving until the last words were spoken, the last hugs exchanged. And that message was clearest.
The day, Saturday, August 4, was a memorable one for Rizzotti, who has been key to the first-place Rockers' success (21-6 after the win in New York). Displaying her usual hustle and intensity, she hit two three-point field goals, including one of the game's biggest baskets, with 7:14 left, which stopped a New York comeback in its tracks. But not long after the final buzzer, it was time to switch gears and think Hawks.
That shift in focus is commonplace for Rizotti all summer long, as the grueling, compact WNBA schedule takes teams from city to city, often on consecutive nights. After the Rockers had lost a tough game at home one July evening, they boarded a bus to Detroit. As many of her Cleveland teammates reached for a book or pillow, Rizzotti dug out her cell phone and had an hour-plus conversation with Hawks Associate Coach Mimi Walters, who was in a Chicago hotel. "The cell phone is our lifesaver," Walters explains, noting that 1 a.m. calls between the two are not a rare occurrence during the summer months.
Also not rare these days is seeing a smiling Rizzotti, who says she is the happiest she's been in the long time she's played basketball. After seeing limited playing time in Houston the past two seasons, she was traded to Detroit, only to be dealt again at the end of training a T H l e T i c s During the game in New York, Rizzotti was even spotted laughing and smiling on the bench-something you are not likely to see in her coaching role at Hartford. "When you're coaching and you're playing, it's two different things," she explains. "There're just a lot of things for me to smile about right now," she says, pointing to great teammates and a comfortable situation. "When I'm coaching, that's another story. Until that buzzer goes off and they say we've won, I'm intense right until the final second."
More Than a Summer Job
The WNBA All-Star "break" was hardly that for Rizzotti, who passed up any thoughts of rest and relaxation to meet Walters in Orlando, then head to a basketball camp at Penn State in search of future Hawks. Because face-to-face meetings with her coaching staff are few from May to August, Rizzotti stays in touch via phone and e-mail, which allows her to reach anyone, anywhere. Her inability to visit recruits at their homes during this time is more than offset by the fact that she's playing professionally, many nights appearing in the living rooms of potential Hartford players via ESPN and NBC.
"Many of the recruits and their families are very aware of her playing career,"
Walters explains. "I called to talk to one recruit, and her father answered and mentioned, "Oh, we're just getting ready to watch Jen Rizzotti on TV." What you won't see on camera is the Rizzotti who heads back to her Cleveland apartment following a tough practice session to deal with an afternoon of e-mails and phone calls related to Hartford women's basketball. And although during the winter one only sees Coach Rizzotti pacing the sidelines, her true exercise regimen is outside the public eye. In addition to her grueling schedule as head coach, she must conduct regular and intense personal workouts to stay in playing shape.
In the simplest terms, Jen Rizzotti coaches in winter and plays in the summer; but in the truest terms, she holds down two careers 365 days a year. "I absolutely love both professions that I have, and I feel very, very lucky to have the opportunity to do both at the same time," she says.
Has doing double-duty been more difficult than she envisioned? "I don't know if I ever think that anything's too hard for me," Rizzotti responds. "I always want to be the best at everything that I do, and I want to succeed and excel. Time consuming and, at times, stressful, yes. Too difficult, no."
One thing might have been too hard for Rizzotti: making a choice between playing and coaching after her first year at the University. Fortunately, the decision never had to be made. "I am appreciative of my coaching staff and all the hard work they do in my absence," Rizzotti says, "and am thankful every day that I have people at the University of Hartford who support me for playing in the summertime."
On Bloomfield Avenue as in Cleveland, few would take issue with the sign being displayed among a crowd of 18,000 at
